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The Black Speech:  The Lord of the Rings
as a M odern Linguistic Critique
C o d y  J a r m a n
In  the  past, J. R . R . T olk ien 's  T he Lord  o f the R ings  h as  suffered  som ew hat 
u n fa irly  a t the  h a n d s  of critics. S tud ies of th e  novel h ave  been  m a rre d  b y  the 
ten d en cy  to  d ism iss the  w o rk  as escapism , w ith  E d m u n d  W ilson in  h is  article 
"O o, T hose A w fu l O rcs!" g o in g  so far as to describe it as " juven ile  tra sh "  (332). 
O r, as V erlyn F lieger no tes  in  "A P o st-m o d ern  M edievalist,"  even  those 
scholars w ho  are  w illing  to  g ive th e  p iece a n y  serious considera tion  often  tre a t 
it as a lite ra ry  anach ro n ism  ra th e r th an  as a m ean in g fu l tex t th a t re la tes very  
specifically  to  th e  concerns of its d a y  an d  age (251-52). T his m isu n d e rs tan d in g  
could  v e ry  w ell be seen as a fa ilu re  of such  critics to  re sp o n d  to  th e  tex t b ey o n d  
th e  surface level. I t is in te res tin g  that, h isto rically , critics like E d m u n d  W ilson, 
w h o  often  sh o w ed  a sh a rp  eye for th e  tre n d s  a n d  tropes of M o d ern  lite ra tu re , 
fail to  acknow ledge th a t w h ile  th e  book  m a y  lack th e  experim en ta l stream  of 
consciousness of Joyce 's Ulysses o r th e  d issocia ted  sensib ility  of T.S. E lio t's The 
Wasteland, T o lk ien 's  w o rk  is still reac ting  to  w h a t P eter N icholls describes in  
M odernisms as a "com plex  of desire  an d  d iso rien ta tion"  (163); it s im p ly  does so 
b y  crea ting  th e  u n ified  an d  re la tab le  w o rld  of M id d le -ea rth  to  serve as a 
co u n te rp o in t to th e  sense of d iso rien ta tion  an d  alienation  th a t fo rm s the 
backbone of M o d ern  lite ra tu re . M uch  like th e  w o rk s of T.S. E liot a n d  th e  o ther 
canonical m odern is ts , T o lk ien 's  novel re sp o n d s  to  th e  cu ltu re  shock felt b y  
m a n y  in th e  early  tw en tie th  cen tury . The Lord o f the Rings p its  a poetic  an d  
m etap h o rica l system  of lan g u ag e  aga in s t a m ore  M o d ern  lan g u ag e  of 
d iso rien ta tion  a n d  show s th e  poetic  system  to be th e  m ore  pow erfu l. By d o ing  
this, T olkien  a ttem p ts  to  re in sta te  a m ean in g fu l trad itio n  in  w h ich  to take 
refuge  from  th e  ravages of the  hy p er-lite ra l lingu istic  m o d e l of th e  m o d e rn  
w orld .
It is easiest to  define M o d ern ism  as a reaction . P eter N icholls argues 
th a t " th e  A ng lo-A m erican  version  [of M odern ism ] d eve loped  in  p a rt as a 
critique of m o d ern ity "  (163). A s Sara Blair no tes  in  "M odern ism  a n d  the  Politics 
of C u ltu re ,"  th is  is clearly  seen in  m ajor m o d e rn is t w o rk s such as E zra P o u n d  
an d  W y n d h am  L ew is 's  jo u rn a l Blast, w h ich  Blair describes as "a  salvo d irec ted  
aga in s t V ictorian  h u m a n is t social ideals an d  th e  contemporary vers ions of 
p opu lism , in d iv id u a lism , an d  libera lism  th ey  w ere  th o u g h t to  in fo rm  [italics
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added]" (159). Modernism's penchant for manifestos such as T.E. Hulme's 
"Romanticism and Classicism" and the vorticist manifesto included in Blast's 
inaugural issue also makes it clear that from its very beginning Anglo- 
American Modernism was as interested in looking back to Classical tradition 
as it was in novelty and existed as a pointed stance against the status quo of 
modernity. This modernity was a widespread cultural fracture, which, on a 
linguistic basis, grew largely out of a new perception of language. Concerning 
this new perception of language, in "Metaphysics of Modernism" Michael Bell 
writes, "rather than describing or reflecting the world, language was now seen 
to form it." Scholars such as Saussure and Wittgenstein posited an 
understanding of language as arbitrary and "a precise reversal of the Adamic 
model of meaning as giving names to preexisting things, it sees that we only 
come to have things by creating names for them" (16). Ferdinand de Saussure 
addresses this in his posthumously published work from 1916, Course in 
General Linguistics, where he writes, "Without language, thought is a vague, 
uncharted nebula. There are no pre-existing ideas, and nothing is distinct 
before the appearance of language" (112). Saussure argues that language is an 
interface between humans, their ideas, and reality, which allows them to break 
down the "vague, uncharted nebula" into manageable units. These ideas 
allowed Saussure to lay the ground work for modern linguistics as a distinctly 
scientific discipline devoted to analyzing the relationship between linguistic 
units, supplanting the discipline's more historical bent prevalent in the 
nineteenth-century (Bell 16). This distinctly scientific and ahistorical 
understanding of language, when taken to its furthest extreme, is often used 
by Tolkien's villains as he uses them to represent many aspects of modernity.
Bell notes that this change in the understanding of language led to 
"an emphasis in all the modernist arts on the nature of their own medium" 
(16). This impulse is obvious in the canonical modernists, with Joyce and Eliot 
both offering their readers something of a linguistic circus. Tolkien's work 
dramatizes this concern; rather than presenting his linguistic theories through 
form, Tolkien explores them through the conflicts of his narrative. Michael Bell 
writes that "Eliot and Pound [...] saw that civilization depends on words and 
it is the function of the poet and the critic to keep words accurate" (18). In the 
same spirit as Bell, Peter Nicholls writes, "modernism sought to correct the 
apparently amnesiac tendencies of modernity by reconnecting it to a valued 
cultural tradition" (164). Tolkien's heroes take up the "function of the poet" in 
Middle-earth and work to "correct the apparently amnesiac tendencies of 
modernity" Tolkien reveals in his villains.
The linguistic model Tolkien presents is not a major deviation from 
the theories that inspired the other modernists; it simply contains a means of 
addressing the problems caused by this understanding in such a way as to
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reinstate a sense of cultural trajectory. In her essay "Poetic Diction and 
Splintered Light" Verlyn Flieger observes that Tolkien's model was largely 
inspired by Owen Barfield's 1928 work Poetic Diction which, she argues, 
"modified [Tolkien's] whole outlook" (36). Barfield postulated a theory of 
linguistic evolution that understood language to be a collection of metaphors, 
writing, "one of the first things that a student of etymology-even quite an 
amateur student-discovers for himself is that every modern language, with 
its thousands of abstract terms and its nuances of meaning and association, is 
apparently nothing, from the beginning to end, but an unconscionable tissue of 
dead, or petrified, metaphors" (63). Essentially, Barfield argues that the wealth 
of words that make up any given language is the product of a kind of semantic 
drift wherein expressions that were originally metaphorical give birth to new 
words. He illustrates this concept with an example taken from the poetry of 
Percy Shelley, observing that Shelley's metaphor that "'[his] soul was an 
enchanted boat' [...] might lose its present meaning and call up to the minds of 
our posterity, not a vessel, but the concept 'soul' as enriched by Shelley's 
imagination. A new word, abridged perhaps to something like chambote, might 
grow into being" (65-66). Barfield concludes that such a development cripples 
poetic language: "it is necessary to point out that a meaning may be 
'perceptual' (that is to say, the word's whole reference may be to some sensible 
object or process) and at the same time 'general' or 'abstract'" (79). Barfield 
also notes that myths take on a special role in this understanding of language, 
acting as "corpses which [...] remain visible" revealing an "older, undivided 
'meaning'" (91).
In the preface to the second edition of Poetic Diction Barfield gives an 
example of what he saw as the risk of a language becoming progressively more 
divorced from metaphor, observing that modern logic "hoped to sweep away, 
as meaningless, all statements not related to physically observable or verifiable 
events [...]. For all propositions except those from which some observation- 
statement can be deduced are, it is averred, meaningless, either as misuse of 
language, or as tautologies" (17). C.S. Lewis elaborates on this idea in his 1939 
essay "Bluspels and Flalansferes: A Semantic Nightmare," arguing that, due to 
language's origins in myth and metaphor, it can never truly be used strictly 
literally: "Either literalness, or else metaphor understood: one or other of these 
we must have; the third alternative is nonsense. But literalness we cannot have. 
The man who does not consciously use metaphors talks without meaning" 
(262). Lewis argues that those who assume to be speaking scientifically limit 
their ability to communicate meaningfully about reality by assuming that what 
is in fact one out of many metaphors is the absolute literal truth, an act which 
impairs their ability to comprehensively understand a subject (257). Tolkien 
dramatizes the attempt to undermine the quintessentially metaphorical nature
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of lan g u ag e  observed  b y  B arfield  an d  L ew is in  The Lord o f the Rings th ro u g h  
th e  m an y  deba tes  be tw een  h is  hero es a n d  villains.
V erlyn Flieger, in  h e r  essay  "T he M ind , The T ongue, a n d  The Tale," 
a rg u es  th a t th e  "bed rock  belief" of T olkien  w as c ap tu red  in  an early  d ra f t of 
h is  essay  On Fairy-stories w h e re  h e  w rites, "M ytho logy  is lan g u ag e  and  
lan g u ag e  is m y tho logy" ("The M in d " 242). F lieger is correct to  em phasize  the 
im portance  of th is passage  to T o lk ien 's  u n d e rs ta n d in g  of language , a n d  she 
even  goes on: " th e  w ho le  tex t o f On Fairy-stories is an  ex ten d ed  g loss on  th is 
s ta tem en t"  (242). T olkien  ex p o u n d s  u p o n  th e  m ean in g  an d  ram ifica tions of the 
re la tio n sh ip  be tw een  m y th  an d  lan g u ag e  th ro u g h o u t h is  essay, w ritin g  that:
languages, especially m odern  E uropean languages, are a disease of 
m ythology. But Language cannot, all the same, be dism issed. The 
incarnate m ind, the tongue, and  the tale are in  our w orld  coeval. The 
hu m an  m ind, endow ed w ith  the pow ers of generalization and 
abstraction, sees no t only green-grass, d iscrim inating it from  other things 
[...] bu t sees tha t it is green as w ell as being grass. But how  pow erful, 
how  stim ulating to  the very faculty tha t p roduced  it, w as the invention 
of the adjective [.] (On Fairy-stories [OFS] 41)
In  "T he M ind , The T ongue, an d  T he Tale" F lieger observes th a t On Fairy-stories 
w as d irectly  in fluenced  by  O w en  B arfie ld 's w ork  in  Poetic Diction (243). This 
passage  from  On Fairy-stories reveals th is influence as T olkien trea ts  adjectives 
as a frag m en tin g  of id eas a n d  hyp o th es izes  an  early  sp eak er d ra w in g  th e  g reen  
from  th e  grass. T olkien  w as u n iq u e ly  in te rested  in  th e  re la tionsh ip  be tw een  the 
"E xpression ," o r adjective, a n d  the  "Im age," the  q u a lity  an teceden t to  the 
adjective, w h ich  could  create a "q u a lity  of s trangeness a n d  w o n d e r [...] 
essen tia l to  fa iry -s to ry" (OFS 60).
B arfie ld 's u n d e rs ta n d in g  of lan g u ag e  is n o tab ly  rem in iscen t of T.S. 
E lio t's th eo ry  of "a  d issociation  of sensib ility" from  h is  1921 essay  "T he 
M etaphysica l Poets." In  th is essay  E liot iden tifies th e  cou rt p oe ts  of the late 
E lizabethan  e ra  as "em ploy[ing] a device w h ich  is som etim es considered  
characteristically  'm etap h y sica l'; th e  e labora tion  (con trasted  w ith  the 
condensation) of a figu re  of speech to  th e  fa rth est stage to  w h ich  in g en u ity  can 
carry  it" (242). E liot th en  goes on  to  n o te  a sh ift from  th is in  la te r lite ra tu re , 
"T ennyson  an d  B row ning  are poets ,"  h e  says, " a n d  th ey  th ink ; b u t th ey  do  n o t 
feel th e ir th o u g h t as im m ed ia te ly  as th e  o d o u r of the  rose" (247). T his sh ift is 
E lio t's "d issocia tion  of sensib ility ," w h ich  h e  claim s led  to  a m ore  refined , yet 
cruder, lan g u ag e  (247). E liot goes on  to  ask  "w h a t w o u ld  h ave  been  th e  fate of 
th e  'm e tap h y sic a l' h a d  the  cu rren t of p o e try  d escen d ed  in  a d irec t line from  
them , as it d escen d ed  in  a d irec t line to  them ?" (248). In  ask ing  th is, Eliot 
b rin g s to lig h t a characteristic  of M o d ern  lite ra tu re , trac ing  a specific linguistic
156 Mythlore 128, Spring/Summer 2016
The Black Speech: The Lord o f the Rings as a M odern Linguistic Critique
shift (w hich  cou ld  be seen as one sm all step  in  th e  evo lu tion  n o ted  b y  Barfield) 
an d  its ram ifications on  lite ra tu re . M uch  like th e  speaker a n d  th e  "d ead  
m as te r"  in  E lio t's "L ittle  G idd ing ,"  T olkien  h o p es "To p u rify  the  d ialect of the 
tribe  /  A n d  u rg e  the  m in d  to  a f t e r s i g h t  an d  fo resigh t [italics ad d ed ]"  (127-28). 
T olkien  m a y  very  w ell be  seen as th e  answ er to  E lio t's question  concern ing  the 
cu rren t of p o e try  as h e  strives to reu n ite  lan g u ag e  a n d  m y th  to  create  a m ore  
abso lu te  sense of m ean in g  in  T h e  L o r d  o f  th e  R i n g s .
T olkien  exp ressed  an  in te rest in  fa iry -stories a n d  m y th  as a m ean s  of 
recovery , describ ing  recovery  as "reg a in in g  of a clear v iew " (O F S  67). This 
b u ild s  a stro n g  re la tio n sh ip  be tw een  h is w ork  an d  th a t of th e  o th er m odern ists; 
sim ilar to E lio t's a ttem p ts  in  T h e  W a s t e l a n d  to  stab ilize  m o d e rn  cu ltu re  th ro u g h  
h is  u se  of th e  g rail m y th , T olkien so u g h t to  re in sta te  a cu ltu ra l a n d  linguistic 
to uchstone  by  reu n itin g  m y th  an d  language . M uch  like B arfield  a n d  Eliot, 
T olkien  n o ted  a lingu istic  u p h eav a l crea ting  a rift b e tw een  the  " lan g u ag e  of 
p o e try  [and] th e  lan g u ag e  of science" (Flieger, "T he M in d " 243). T olkien  saw  
h is  m ytho log ica l w o rk  as a cure  for th is as it b rin g s together these  languages, 
b len d in g  th e  stric tly  em pirical a n d  th e  m etapho rica l, crea ting  a w o rld  w here  
" in  the T rees of th e  Sun an d  M oon  ro o t an d  stock, flow er a n d  fru it are 
m an ifested  in  g lory" (O F S  68). T hese ideas g o vern  th e  appea ran ce  of language  
in  T h e  L o r d  o f  th e  R i n g s  w h ere  T olkien  d ram atizes  th e  conflict b e tw een  
B arfie ld 's poetic  lan g u ag e  a n d  E lio t's th eo ry  of a d issocia ted  sensib ility  in  the 
nove l's  p rin c ip le  debates be tw een  good  an d  evil.
T o lk ien 's  life 's w ork  is v e ry  lite ra lly  a m a tte r  of m y th . In  h is  letters, 
T olkien  p o in ted ly  a llu d ed  to  h is  w ork  in  th e  u n iv erse  of T h e  L o r d  o f  th e  R i n g s  as 
an  a ttem p t to  create a "b o d y  of m ore  o r less connected  legend" th a t h e  "cou ld  
ded ica te  s im ply  to: to  E n g lan d "  ( T h e  L e t t e r s  o f  J .R .R .  T o lk i e n  [Letters] 144). 
T o lk ien 's  in tense  th o u g h t on  th e  n a tu re  of m y th  led  h im  to w rite  T h e  L o r d  o f  th e  
R i n g s  no t s im ply  as p su ed o -h is to ry  sp a tte red  w ith  fan tastic  crea tu res an d  the 
occasional m oraliz ing , b u t as an  a ttem p t to  reco n stru c t a m y th ic  language , one 
in  w h ich  m e tap h o r is b o th  fac tual a n d  T rue. T his q ua lity  is observed  b y  
M arg are t H iley  in  "S tolen L anguage, C osm ic M odels: M y th  an d  M ytho logy  in  
T olkien" w h ere  H iley  w rites, "W ith in  th e  b o u n d a rie s  of T o lk ien 's  w o rld  [...] 
th e  m y th  is n o t ju s t be lieved  to be  true , it i s  tru e "  (844). For Tolkien, m y th  an d  
lan g u ag e  are  in trica te ly  re la ted ; therefore , h is  lan g u ag e  opera tes  in  th e  sam e 
w ay  as h is  m y th . T his q u a lity  is essen tia lly  T olkien  a p p ly in g  h is  theological 
u n d e rs ta n d in g  of T ru th  to h is  w ork  b o th  as a lin g u is t an d  an  au tho r, an  
u n d e rs ta n d in g  fo u n d ed  on  a m y th o lo g y  g ro u n d e d  in  bo th  m e tap h o r and  
reality , u tte r ly  d ivo rced  from  abstraction .
In  T h e  I n k l i n g s  H u m p h re y  C arp en te r p resen ts  a reconstruc ted  
conversation  b e tw een  T olkien  an d  h is  friend  an d  O xford  colleague C.S. Lewis, 
in  w h ich  L ew is accuses C h ris tian ity  of be in g  " th e  o ld  'd y in g  g o d ' sto ry" an d
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T olkien  re sp o n d s  b y  saying, "excep t th a t h e re  is a real D y ing  G od, w ith  a 
p recise  location  in  h is to ry  an d  defin ite  h is to rica l consequences. T he o ld  m y th  
h a s  becom e a fact. But it still re ta in s  the  character of a m y th "  (44). U ltim ately , 
T o lk ien 's  w o rld v iew  is b u ilt on  an  u n d e rs ta n d in g  of a T ru th  th a t is b o th  literal 
an d  figurative, m ate ria l a n d  sp iritua l; h is  "sensib ilities" are fa r from  
"d isassocia ted ."  This is d ram a tized  th ro u g h o u t h is  w ork , b u t is especially  clear 
w h en  h is  p ro tag o n ists  in te rac t w ith  h is  v illains. In  Tolkien, h eroes speak  
p la in ly  w ith  a m y th ic  lan g u ag e  of literal an d  figu ra tive  tru th , w h ile  evil lim its 
lan g u ag e  to  th e  m ate ria l a n d  u ses th is to  p lay  g am es w ith  m ean ing .
T olkien  d ram atizes  th e  first conflict be tw een  good  an d  ev il in  The Lord 
o f the R ings [LotR] b e tw een  tw o  hobb its  in  the  G reen  D ragon  In n  a t B yw ater. 
T his exchange takes p lace be tw een  Sam  G am gee, one of th e  n ea res t th in g s to  a 
p a rag o n  of v irtu e  in  T o lk ien 's  w ork , a n d  Ted Sandym an , w h o m  T olkien 
s im p ly  describes as " th e  m ille r 's  son" (I.2.44). T his descrip tion , ra th e r th an  
on ly  te lling  th e  read e r S an d y m an 's  occupation , ac tua lly  h in ts  a t T o lk ien 's  
o p in ions of h is character. S an d y m an  is im p lica ted  in  th e  m o s t m echan ica l or 
in d u s tria l aspect of th e  S h ire 's  econom y, an d  T olkien  w as very  o u tspoken  
concern ing  h is  v iew  of in d u stria liza tion . In  a 1944 le tter to  h is  son C h ris to p h er 
Tolkien, h e  w ro te , "U nlike  a rt w h ich  is con ten t to create a n ew  secondary  
w o rld  in  th e  m in d , it  [m achinery] a ttem p ts  to actua lize  desire, an d  so to create 
p o w er in  th is W orld ; an d  th a t canno t rea lly  be done  w ith  an y  rea l satisfaction. 
L abou r-sav ing  m ach in e ry  o n ly  creates end less an d  w orse  labou r"  (Letters 87­
88). T o lk ien 's  d islike of m ach in e ry  is la id  b a re  a t th e  en d  of The Lord o f The 
Rings w h en  th e  h o bb its  rebelling  aga in s t S arum an, o r Sharkey, m ee t 
S an d y m an  w h o  is "g rim y-faced  an d  b lack -h an d ed " after h a v in g  tu rn e d  to 
S a ru m an 's  service a n d  w an to n ly  w asted  th e  S h ire 's  n a tu ra l resou rces in  h is 
w o rk  a t th e  m ill (VI.8.1017). F u rtherm ore , S an d y m an  m ak es h is first 
appea ran ce  in  th e  chap te r titled  "T he S hadow  of th e  Past," a chap te r T olkien 
u ses  to  fo rm ally  in tro d u ce  ev il as it ap p ea rs  a n d  functions w ith in  th e  novel, 
im p lica tin g  h im  in  th e  evils of Sauron.
T he conversation  be tw een  Sam  an d  S an d y m an  is p re sen ted  as sim ple 
an d  slow  b a rro o m  b an te r, an d  g iven  its  occurrence in  the  seem ing ly  innocen t 
la n d  of th e  Shire m an y  read e rs  w o u ld  fail to  d iscover in  it  ind ica tions of 
T o lk ien 's  id ea  of evil, le t alone id en tify  it  as a d ram atiza tio n  of linguistic  
theory , yet, th is  is exactly  w h a t T olkien m anages. W hen  Sam  b rin g s u p  the 
ru m o rs  c ircu la ting  in  th e  Shire, S an d y m an  d ism isses th em  saying, "I can  h ear 
fireside-ta les an d  ch ild ren 's  sto ries a t hom e, if I  w an t to ." T his d is reg a rd  sets 
th e  tone  for S an d y m an 's  character, a character w ho  refuses to  believe m ore  
th a n  h is  eyes can see a n d  u ses th is as a m ean s of u n d e rm in in g  th e  beliefs of 
those  a ro u n d  h im . A s th e  conversation  continues, S an d y m an  seem ing ly  o u t 
deba tes  Sam  b u t rea lly  on ly  m an ip u la te s  lan g u ag e  an d  m ean in g  in  their
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a rgum en t. W hen  Sam  a ttem p ts  to  d efen d  h is  belief in  the  ru m o rs  and  
"fireside-ta les," saying, "Take d rag o n s now [,]" S an d y m an  im m ed ia te ly  
subverts  h is m ean ing , saying, "N o  th an k  'ee  [...] I w o n 't. I h e a rd  tell of th em  
w h en  I w as a youngster, b u t th e re 's  no  call to believe in  th em  now . T here 's  
on ly  one D ragon  in  B yw ater, an d  th a t 's  G reen" (I.2.44). In  th is exchange, 
S an d y m an  no t on ly  tw is ts  S am 's suggestion  to  " tak e  d ragons ,"  b u t h e  also 
im m ed ia te ly  red u ces th e  id e a  to  th e  lite ra l level as h e  refers to the  G reen 
D ragon  Inn.
S an d y m an  con tinues th is beh av io r w h en  Sam  tells ab o u t h is  cousin 
H a l seeing  a tree  like "an  e lm  tree  [...] w alk in g  seven y a rd s to  a stride, if it w as 
an  inch." W hen  S an d y m an  d ism isses h im  b y  saying, "W h at h e  saw  w a s  an  elm  
tree ," Sam  re to rts  th a t " th e re  a in 't n o  e lm  tree  on  the  N o rth  M oors[,]" lead ing  
S an d y m an  to  rep ly , "T hen  H a l c an 't h ave  seen one" (I.2.44-45). In  th is 
exchange S an d y m an  is once aga in  m ak in g  ligh t of m ean in g . H e  u n d e rm in es  
S am 's sto ry  by  m a k in g  S am 's tree  a  specific k in d  of e lm  tree, lim iting  it to a  
m a te ria l an d  testab le  existence, w h ile  u n d e rm in in g  S am 's o rig ina l m ean ing . 
S am 's tree, m u ch  like h is  d ragon , does n o t n eed  to  be tied  d o w n  to w h a t h e  can 
observe, even  as h e  a rgues for th e  objective existence of both . T he n a tu re  of 
w h a t h e  m ean s  w ith  h is w o rd s  is poetic, referencing  bo th  th e  leg en d s and  
"fireside-ta les" of h is  y o u th  an d  th e  reality  of th e  w o rld  a ro u n d  h im . Sam  is 
aw are  of b o th  th e  sym bolic a n d  lite ra l m ean in g  of h is  w o rd s, an d  so h is 
m ean in g  is absolute; therefore , th e  w ay  he  em ploys h is  w o rd s  is earnest, un like  
S an d y m an 's  tricky  w o rd p lay .
T he tw o  w iza rd s  of T h e  L o r d  o f  th e  R i n g s ,  G an d alf a n d  S arum an, are 
th e  loftiest exam ple  of T o lk ien 's  lingu istic  theories. S a ru m an 's  s lippery  
lan g u ag e  h a s  b een  com m en ted  on  by  several scholars, w ith  T om  S h ippey  
w ritin g  in  J .R .R .  T o lk i e n :  A u t h o r  o f  t h e  C e n t u r y , "S arum an , indeed , ta lks exactly  
like too m a n y  politicians. It is im possib le  to w ork  o u t exactly  w h a t h e  m ean s 
because  of th e  abstrac t n a tu re  of h is  speech; in  th e  en d  it is d o u b tfu l w h e th e r 
h e  u n d e rs ta n d s  h im self" (75). In  reference to the  w o rk s of G eorge O rw ell, 
S h ippey  refers to  S a ru m an 's  lan g u ag e  as "d o u b le th in k "  (76), and , in d eed  
S aru m an  is g u ilty  of m a n y  of th e  m is lead in g  lan g u ag e  techn iques O rw ell 
refu tes in  h is  essay  "Politics an d  th e  E nglish  L anguage" as h is  lan g u ag e  is 
"d es ig n ed  to  m ak e  lies so u n d  tru th fu l an d  m u rd e r  respectab le , an d  to  g ive an  
appea ran ce  of so lid ity  to p u re  w in d "  (2393). Jay  R u u d  e labora tes on  th is idea  
in  "T he Voice of S arum an: W izards an d  R hetoric  in  T h e  T w o  T o w e r s "  w h ere  he  
w rites, " it is S a ru m an 's  rhetoric , ra th e r th an  any  m ag ical pow ers, th a t m akes 
h im  so d an g ero u s"  (143). R u u d  observes th a t th is  id ea  is su p p o r te d  b y  T olkien 
h im se lf w ho  w ro te  th a t "S aru m an  co rru p ted  th e  reaso n in g  po w ers"  (L e t t e r s  
277). G an d alf is a  p la in sp o k en  opposition  to  S a ru m an 's  "dou b le th in k ."  
C oncern ing  G an d a lf 's  rhetoric , R u u d  a rg u es  th a t h is  "speeches te n d  to  be
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hortatory rather than persuasive. He imparts information and then demands 
action based on conclusions he considers self-evident" (148). The dialogues 
between these two very different wizards recreate Sam and Ted Sandyman's 
conflict with raised stakes.
Gandalf recounts his first debate with Saruman in "The Council of 
Elrond." According to Gandalf, Saruman has declared himself "Saruman of 
Many Colours" (II.2.259). Gandalf explains his reaction to this:
I looked then and saw that his robes, which had seemed white, were 
not so, but were woven of all colours, and if he moved they shimmered 
and changed hue so that the eye was bewildered.
'I liked white better,' I said.
'White!' he sneered. 'It serves as a beginning. White cloth may be dyed.
The white page can be overwritten; and the white light can be broken.'
'In which case it is no longer white,' said I. 'And he that breaks a thing 
to find out what it is has left the path of wisdom.' (II.2.259)
In this passage, Saruman does with light the same thing he does with 
language, breaking both and manipulating them for his own ends, without any 
concern for whether or not his behavior is on "the path of wisdom." The 
broken white light is a major metaphor in Tolkien's writing. In "Mythopoeia," 
a poem Tolkien wrote concerning a conversation he had with C.S. Lewis, 
Tolkien writes:
[M]an, sub-creator, the refracted Light 
through whom is splintered from a single White 
to many hues, and endlessly combined 
in living shapes that move from mind to mind. (87)
Verlyn Flieger addresses this metaphor in "Poetic Diction and Splintered 
Light," explaining that Tolkien's refracted light is analogous to Barfield's 
theory of the fragmentation of language. A refraction or fragmentation which 
Tolkien would see as an aspect of Man's fallen nature (44). This fracturing 
allows man to create in God's image. However, this exchange between 
Saruman and Gandalf makes it clear that Tolkien was acutely aware of the 
negative potential of the refraction as well. William M.R. Simpson casts this 
refraction in a philosophical light in his article "The Science of Saruman: 
Nature, Structure and a Mind of Metal and Wheels," describing Saruman as a 
reductive physicalist who "can no longer distinguish living things from the 
machines of Orthanc" because he "assert[s] that the essence of anything that 
exists lies solely in its material decomposition" (88). Similarly, Saruman 
considers language in a strictly material sense. Words, to him, are just words;
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meaning does not play a role in his calculations. Gandalf shows a more 
nuanced appreciation of meaning when he warns Saruman against wantonly 
breaking down white light, saying, "it is no longer white [...] And he that 
breaks a thing to find out what it is has left the path of wisdom" (LotR II.2.259). 
Gandalf appreciates the metaphorical implications of their conversation, and 
knows that the white light, like language, can be unwisely broken, removed 
from its meaning, and rendered into a manipulative tool rather than a means 
of communication.
Gandalf and Saruman renew their debates in "The Voice of Saruman" 
where Saruman attempts to justify his failed attack on Rohan by convincing 
the Rohirrim they were in the wrong in their struggle against him. This section 
contains some of Saruman's most impressive linguistic acrobatics; in "The 
Voice of Saruman: Wizards and Rhetoric in The Two Towers," Jay Ruud 
observes that from the beginning of his conversation with the leaders of the 
Rohirrim Saruman "uses the tools of rhetoric" with "fallacious" appeal (144). 
Saruman begins by appealing to Théoden, saying, "Much have I desired to see 
you, mightiest king of western lands, and especially in these latter years, to 
save you from the unwise and evil counsels that beset you! [...] I alone can aid 
you now" (LotR III.10.579). Ruud notes that Saruman attempts to appeal to 
pathos immediately as he attempts to flatter Théoden (144), a flattery that is 
doubly specious because Théoden is the only king of western lands at the time. 
Perhaps the most astute observation of Saruman's use of language comes from 
within the text itself when Gimli says, "The words of this wizard stand on their 
heads [...] In the language of Orthanc help means ruin, and saving means 
slaying" (LotR III.10.579). Gimli reveals that Saruman's abuse of language has 
gone so far as to utterly subvert the meaning of his words. Furthermore, it is 
interesting to note that Saruman's speech is utterly devoid of metaphor, and 
the words themselves have lost any connection to meaning as he offers empty 
compliments, while Gimli uses metaphorical language to dispel Saruman's 
lies.
Later in the debates, Éomer, one of the leaders of the Rohirrim and 
Théoden's heir, accuses Saruman of murder in his war against Rohan. In 
response to this Saruman replies, "My lord of Rohan, am I to be called a 
murderer, because valiant men have fallen in battle? [...] If I am a murderer on 
that account, then all the House of Eorl is stained with murder" (III.10.580). 
Ruud observes that in this passage Saruman's argument is built on blurring 
the line between defensive and offensive war (146). This blurring is facilitated 
by a strictly literal understanding of the terms war and murder, with Saruman 
stripping the terms of their contextual baggage to argue his point.
When Théoden refutes Saruman, calling him "a finger of the claw of 
Mordor," Saruman loses his temper and says, "What is the house of Eorl but a
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thatched barn where brigands drink in the reek, and their brats roll on the 
floor among the dogs?" (III.10.580-81). Here, Saruman expresses his own 
opinion clearly for the first time. In many ways, this is Saruman at his most 
honest and, it is interesting to note, his most metaphorical. This passage is one 
of the clearest examples of Saruman's method of language manipulation. He 
disregards the antiquity of Théoden's culture, and ignores the mythology that 
comes with the title "house of Eorl." He attacks the physical construction of 
Théoden's hall, Meduseld, and divorces the men of Rohan from their honor- 
based militaristic culture, turning them into "brigands."
Gandalf provides and is himself the ultimate refutation of Saruman in 
this chapter and the book as a whole. After snapping at Théoden, Saruman 
pleads with Gandalf. Gandalf simply responds by saying, "What have you to 
say that you did not say at our last meeting? [...] Or, perhaps, you have things 
to unsay?" This question perplexes Saruman and leaves him "mus[ing], as if 
puzzled" (III.10.581). Saruman fails to understand the idea of taking back his 
words, and therefore undoing the evils they are a part of, because he has 
divorced his words from meaning and cannot see their significance beyond 
their manipulative powers.
After Gandalf asks Saruman if he has anything to unsay, Saruman 
begins his final ploy to get Gandalf to abandon the Rohirrim. Saruman's voice 
becomes so persuasive that some of the Rohirrim become momentarily 
convinced that "Gandalf would ascend into the tower, to discuss deep things 
beyond their comprehension" (III.10.582). Tolkien describes Gandalf's 
response:
Then Gandalf laughed. The fantasy vanished like a puff of smoke.
"Saruman, Saruman!" said Gandalf still laughing. "Saruman, you 
missed your path in life. You should have been the king's jester and 
earned your bread, and stripes too, by mimicking his counsellors [...] 
Understand one another? I fear I am beyond your comprehension. But 
you, Saruman, I understand now too well. (582)
This passage reveals the relationship between Gandalf and Saruman and the 
relationship between the linguistic approaches they represent. At this point in 
Tolkien's narrative Gandalf, as the head of the White Council, is so superior to 
Saruman that he completely understands Saruman even as Saruman only 
vainly guesses at his motivations by attempting to play on his pride. In just the 
same way, Saruman is no longer able to understand Gandalf's intentions 
because his idea of language is utterly divorced from an objective or figurative 
meaning. He has turned language into a game and in the process has fractured 
his signifiers and his signified, while Gandalf's words are laced with meaning. 
The power of Gandalf's language is illustrated all the more clearly at the end of
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th e  scene w h en  G an d alf calls S aru m an  back  aga in s t h is  w ill an d  b reaks h is 
staff w ith  a w o rd  (583).
T he cap ta ins of th e  W est are  once again  faced w ith  a doub le-ta lk ing  
charla tan  in  th e  chap te r "T he Black G ate O pens."  W hen  th e  g ro u p  rides  to the 
gates of M o rd o r to  deliver th e ir u ltim a tu m  to S au ron  th ey  are faced  w ith  the 
M o u th  of Sauron, w h o m  T olk ien  describes as "a  ta ll an d  evil sh ap e  [...] The 
L ieu ten an t of the  T ow er of B arad-dû r h e  w as, an d  h is n am e  is rem em b ered  in 
n o  tale; for h e  h im self h a d  fo rgo tten  it" (V.10.888). T olkien  w astes no  tim e in  
le tting  h is  read e rs  k now  w h a t to  look for w ith  th is character. T he title the 
M o u th  of S auron  im p lies th a t th is  character is th e  m ajo r lan g u ag e  m an ip u la to r 
sh o w n  in  th e  book, a t least considering  S auron  h im se lf is n ev e r d irec tly  seen. 
T he M o u th  of S auron  is th e  v isible sign of w h a t evil does to  language . H e  is the 
m o u th  of Sauron, w ho , desp ite  h is  d riv in g  in fluence on  th e  p lo t of th e  novel is 
basically  a n o n -en tity  as h e  is nev er d irec tly  invo lved  in  th e  n o v e l's  action. 
T olkien  m ak es it clear th a t The M o u th  of S auron  h a s  th ro w n  aside  h is  o w n  
lingu istic  signifier, h is  n am e , to  becom e th e  m an ifesta tio n  of S auron  w ho  is, 
ev iden tly , n o th in g  a t all. This m ak es h im  n o t ju s t th e  em b o d im en t of a M o d ern  
an ti-poetic  language , b u t a v ery  significant exam ple  of it because  h e  is so 
d ivorced  from  m ean in g  th a t even  h is  ow n  existence h a s  lost an y  linguistic  
correlative.
T he M o u th  of S auron  b eg in s h is  "nego tia tions" w ith  T o lk ien 's  heroes 
b y  a ttem p tin g  to  u n d e rm in e  th e ir au thority , say ing  to  A ragorn , "It n eed s  m ore  
to  m ake  a k in g  th an  a p iece of E lvish g lass" (V.10.889). H ere  th e  M o u th  of 
S auron  is rem o v in g  th e  m ytho log ica l au th o rity  from  A ragorn . T hat "p iece of 
E lvish  g lass" exists bo th  in  th e  lite ra l a n d  a figu ra tive  sense; its existence is 
b o th  physica l an d  sym bolic. In  response, A rag o rn  rebukes h im  w ith o u t a w o rd  
an d  cow s h im  w ith  a glance. By d o in g  so, A rag o rn  reveals h is  stren g th  an d  the 
p o w er in h e ren t in  h im se lf a n d  rep re sen ted  in  the  E lfstone h e  w ears. In  m an y  
w ays, A rag o rn  is a d irec t foil to  T he M o u th  of S au ro n 's  ro le as an  em p ty  
signifier. A s B.S.W. B arootes arg u es in  " 'H e  C h an ted  a Song of W iza rd ry ': 
W ords w ith  P ow er in  M idd le -ea rth ,"  "A ragorn 's  ascension [as king] m ark s th e  
res to ra tion  o r R ecovery  (T olkien 's term ) of the  m a n y  sites of d im in u tio n  in  
A rda: light, geog raphy , and , m ost im p o rtan tly , language"  (126). B arootes 
observes th a t A rag o rn 's  co ronation  speech  in  "T he S tew ard  an d  T he K ing" 
"carr[ies] th e  w eig h t of th e  en tire  m ytho logy" (126), as h is  exclam ation  "O u t of 
th e  G reat Sea to  M id d le -ea rth  I am  com e" (LotR  VI.5. 967) refers to  A rag o rn 's  
lite ra l a rrival in "T he Battle of th e  P elennor F ields" w hile  also echo ing  h is 
fo refa ther E lend il's  w o rd s  on  h is arriva l to  M idd le -ea rth , th u s  estab lish ing  
A rag o rn  as the  n a tu ra l fu lfillm en t of E lend il's  oath . A rag o rn 's  ability  to  d en y  
th e  m ean ing lessness  of T he M o u th  of S auron  w ith  h is  g lance fo reshadow s h is 
u ltim a te  ro le as the  res to re r of m ean in g  an d  dem o n s tra te s  th e  su p erio rity  of
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the historically conscious linguistic model he represents over the manipulative 
and empty language of The Mouth of Sauron.
The Mouth of Sauron goes on to reveal the coat of armor, cloak, and 
sword that were taken from Frodo at Cirith Ungol, using these objects to 
mislead them into believing Frodo was still in Sauron's keeping. He offers 
them terms for Frodo's return, saying:
All lands east of the Anduin shall be Sauron's for ever, solely. West of 
the Anduin as far as the Misty Mountains and the Gap of Rohan shall be 
tributary to Mordor [...] but shall have leave to govern their own affairs.
But they shall help to rebuild Isengard which they have wantonly 
destroyed, and that shall be Sauron's, and there his lieutenant shall 
dwell: not Saruman, but one more worthy of trust. (V.10.890)
Tolkien translates the Mouth of Sauron's offer by peering into the thoughts of 
Gandalf and his company, writing that "they read his thought. He was to be 
that lieutenant, and gather all that remained of the West under his sway; he 
would be their tyrant and they his slaves" (V.10.890). Once again, the Mouth of 
Sauron is both using and dramatizing the linguistic system that readers have 
seen in Ted Sandyman and Saruman. The company sees through his rhetoric to 
his true meaning, a meaning that is itself built on a lie. The Mouth of Sauron 
twists the significance of Frodo's gear to suit his purpose; rather than show the 
company that Frodo has made it to Mordor and nearly completed his quest, 
Frodo's gear makes the company fear for his life. However, Gandalf acts as a 
mouthpiece for the group as a whole by dismissing the Mouth of Sauron, 
saying, "We did not come here to waste words in treating with Sauron, 
faithless and accursed; still less with one of his slaves. Begone!" (V.10.891). 
Much like with Saruman, Gandalf shows that his speech is nearly synonymous 
with action as he can dismiss the Mouth of Sauron, while the Mouth of Sauron 
can only create a momentary fear.
Characters such as Sandyman, Saruman, and the Mouth of Sauron 
carry much more baggage when they are considered as a response to 
modernity. Tolkien studies have become far more interested in his work's 
relation to the twentieth century with scholars such as Tom Shippey and 
Verlyn Flieger creating extensive bodies of work exploring Tolkien, not as a 
curiosity, but as a major literary figure. Echoing popular polls Shippey has 
proclaimed him "The Author of the Century," and Flieger has written on the 
successes and failings of his mythology and titled him "A Post-modern 
Medievalist." In order to gain the most meaning from his work, Tolkien must 
be considered alongside the other modernist writers. Tolkien, much like Eliot, 
sought a cultural tradition to stabilize existence. Tolkien dramatizes a tradition 
of kinetic, meaningful language that questions the theories of thinkers like
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S aussu re  a n d  p u ts  it in to  action in  The Lord o f the Rings, w h ich  essen tia lly  
chronicles th e  failings of a M odern  or stric tly  S truc tu ra lis t u n d e rs ta n d in g  of 
lan g u ag e  a n d  p resen ts  a m ore  stable a n d  sensib le one to rep lace  it.
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